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Abstract

Research on the acquisition of foreign languages by at-risk students has primarily fo-
cused on the Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis (Horwitz, 2000). Recently, there 
has been a growing discussion regarding the effects of learning style rigidity (Castro, 
2006; Castro and Peck, 2005; Corbitt, 2011; Sparks, 2006) and metacognitive aware-
ness (Corbitt, 2013) on the acquisition of Spanish by at-risk students in Modified For-
eign Language Programs (MFLPs). This pilot study seeks to expand the conversation 
to include a discussion on foreign language listening. MFLP and non-MFLP partici-
pants completed the Metacognitive Awareness of Listening Questionnaire (Vandergrift, 
Goh, Mareschal, & Tafaghodtari; 2006) and the Learning Style Survey: Assessing Your 
Learning Styles (Cohen, Oxford, & Chi, 2001). The data were subjected to independent 
sample t-tests, ANOVAs, and a linear regression analysis to determine the relationship 
between and differences in learning styles and perceived metacognitive listening strate-
gy use for each group. The findings suggest that MFLP and non-MFLP students diverge 
in their perceived usage of metacognitive listening strategies and MFLP students have 
a very strong visual learning style preference (p < .05). Pedagogical implications and 
recommendations for future research are discussed. 
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vey (LSS); Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis (LCDH); Metacognitive Awareness of 
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tisensory Language Learning.

Background

All learners face difficulties when listening in the target language (Goh, 2000; 
Goh, 2002). According to Vandergrift (2004), “Listening is probably the least explicit 
of the four language skills, making it the most difficult skill to learn” (p. 4). For at-
risk students, for example, those in a Modified Foreign Language Program (MFLP), 
the listening process can be quite painstaking (Ganschow & Sparks, 1986). Previous 
research suggested that, for MFLP students, difficulties in foreign language learning 
may be a result of learning style rigidity (Castro and Peck, 2005; Corbitt, 2011) and/
or a lack of metacognitive awareness (Corbitt, 2013). This pilot study examined the 
effects of learning style preference on perceived metacognitive awareness when lis-
tening in the target language.
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In the following sections, this article will describe the MFLP – a post-second-
ary self-contained foreign language program for at-risk students – and it will provide 
an overview of the research that investigates the acquisition of foreign languages by 
at-risk students and students with special needs. After delineating the difficulties 
that many MFLP students face when learning, and, in particular, listening in a for-
eign language, this article presents findings from previous research that suggest that 
there are inherent differences in actual and perceived strategy use between MFLP 
students and non-MFLP students and that those differences may be a result of learn-
ing style rigidity. The results of the study are then presented and the article concludes 
with pedagogical implications and suggestions for future research. 

Literature Review 

MFLP: An Historical Overview
In 1990, the United States Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) which states, “All children with disabilities have available to 
them a free, appropriate public education that emphasizes special education and re-
lated services designed to meet their unique needs and prepare them for further 
education” (as cited in Heward, 2006, p. 19). As a result of the varied IDEA programs 
and mandates (e.g. Individualized Education Plan, Individualized Transition Plan, 
etc.) designed to facilitate K-12 success, children with special needs, who would have 
previously struggled in school, are succeeding, graduating and continuing their edu-
cation at the post-secondary level (Arries, 1994; Heward, 2006). 

According to Berberi (2008), 11.1 percent of undergraduates have one or more 
disabilities, which is considerably higher than the 2.2 percent reported in 1990 (Ar-
ries, 1994). Extrapolating from the National Center for Education Statistics’ most 
recent undergraduate post-secondary enrollment figure of 17.7 million, the data 
would suggest that there are approximately 1.9 million post-secondary students with 
special needs. And, roughly two-thirds of these students may be choosing degree 
paths with a one to two-year foreign language requirement (Arries, 1994). Unfor-
tunately, departments of foreign languages are not always prepared to address this 
population’s very unique language learning needs (Abrams, 2008; Arries, 1999). 
Consequently, some universities have established the MFLP as a viable option for 
these students. 

In August of 1990, coinciding almost exactly with the inception of IDEA, the 
University of Colorado at Boulder (UCB) launched the first MFLP in Latin, Spanish 
and Italian (Lazda-Cazers & Thorson, 2008). The UCB’s MFLP has served as a model 
for the creation of countless other programs throughout the United States. Admin-
istrators find these programs attractive for they minimize the need for waivers and 
facilitate graduation; teachers and students find them attractive for their prescribed 
methods and techniques that seem to facilitate success. 

An MFLP offers a student with special needs and/or an at-risk student a cur-
riculum informed by empirical research that is specifically designed to address his/
her needs. There has been considerable discussion regarding the classification of stu-
dents for whom the acquisition of foreign languages is incredibly difficult despite 
their best efforts (Arries, 1999; Mabbott, 1995; Sparks, Ganschow, & Javorsky, 1993; 
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Sparks & Javorsky, 1999; Sparks & Javorsky, 2000). For this article, the terms “at risk” 
and “special needs” are used interchangeably to refer to MFLP students (see Partici-
pants below for further information). 

The MFLP uses a multisensory language learning approach (MSL), which fa-
cilitates the students’ simultaneous use of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic motor 
skills. Lessons are taught in the target language, with English being reserved for the 
clarification of grammar points. It emphasizes the explicit teaching of phonology and 
orthography. The MSL approaches draws on the Orton-Gillingham approach and 
generally consists of the following class activities: 10-15 minutes of blackboard drills 
that focus on phonology and grammar; followed by 2-3 minutes of oral sound drills 
designed to review previously studied phonemes/graphemes; 10 minutes of gram-
mar instruction; 10 minutes of vocabulary instruction; and, 10 minutes of commu-
nicative practice (Sparks, Ganschow, Kenneweg, & Miller, 1991, p. 108). With MSL 
instruction, it is believed that the Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis (LCDH), 
which seeks to explain why unsuccessful or at-risk students have such difficulty ac-
quiring foreign languages, is lessened. The LCDH posits “native language difficulties 
as a possible cause of foreign language difficulties” (Sparks & Ganschow, 1993a, p. 
289). Specifically, the LCDH assumes that poor phonological processing skills in 
the first language impede perception of novel phonological strings, spoken language 
comprehension and reading abilities which in turn contribute to deficits in listening 
comprehension, oral expression, reading comprehension, syntax, general knowledge 
and verbal memory in the foreign language only (Ganschow & Sparks, 1995; Gan-
schow, Sparks, Javorsky, Pohlman, & Bishop-Marbury, 1991; Sparks, 1995). In sum-
mary, “Students with foreign language learning problems have weaker phonologi-
cal/ orthographical skills than students without foreign language learning problems” 
(Sparks, Artzer, Patton, Ganschow, Miller, Hordubay, & Walsh, 1998, 239). 

LCDH: Theory and Research
Research conducted on the acquisition of foreign languages by students with 

special needs has primarily focused on the Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis 
(Horwitz, 2000). In the early 1990s, Ganschow, Sparks and colleagues conducted a 
series of empirical studies with students with learning disabilities and students with-
out learning disabilities, some of the latter who were labeled at-risk and others not. 
The research findings led Sparks, Ganschow, Pohlman, Skinner and Artzer, (1992) to 
conclude the following, “The results of these empirical studies all support the LCDH 
and have led us to speculate that the largest group of poor FL learners exhibits defi-
cits primarily in the phonological component of language”  (p. 32). The suggestion 
that at-risk students suffer from poor phonological awareness was also supported in 
the studies that followed (Sparks, 1995; Sparks & Ganschow, 1993a; Sparks & Gan-
schow, 1993b; Sparks & Ganschow, 1993c; Sparks, Ganschow, Artzer, & Patton, 1997; 
Sparks, et al., 1998). 

In 1995, Ganschow and Sparks used a pre-test post-test design to investigate the 
effects of direct instruction in the phonology/orthography of Spanish on the native 
language skills and foreign language aptitude of at-risk and non-at-risk leaners; they 
found that there are significant differences between at-risk and non-at-risk learn-
ers. The pre-test comparisons revealed significant between-group differences on the 
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phonological/orthographic measures and foreign-language aptitude tests. Post-test 
analyses suggested that while both groups made significant gains, the at-risk group’s 
gains were significantly more than the non-at-risk group. These findings give cre-
dence to the claim that “at-risk” learners have poor phoneme/grapheme awareness. 

Since 1995, Ganschow, Sparks and colleagues have conducted additional em-
pirical studies (Sparks, et al., 1998; Sparks, Ganschow, Artzer, & Patton, 1997), all of 
which suggest that students who struggle in a foreign language, due to no fault of 
their own and despite their best efforts, may do so because of poor phoneme/graph-
eme correspondence skills. Recent studies (Castro & Peck, 2005; Corbitt, 2011) have 
sought to widen the research beyond that of the LCDH to include learning styles 
and strategy use, topics that were originally broached in Ganschow and Spark’s 1986 
study but rarely revisited since. 

Learning Styles and Strategies
As defined by Kinsella, learning styles are the, “Natural, habitual, and preferred 

ways of absorbing, processing, and retaining new information and skills which per-
sist regardless of teaching methods or content area” (1995, p. 171). Research suggests 
that a lack of learning style flexibility or a strong preference for one style over an-
other may preclude foreign language learning success (Castro & Peck, 2005; Corbitt 
2011; Corbitt 2013). Castro and Peck (2005) investigated the effect of learning style 
preference on students enrolled in a MFLP Spanish class and a non-MFLP Spanish 
class. Using the Kolb Learning Styles Inventory (1993), Castro and Peck correlated 
preferred learning style data with student GPA and found that, “Students with a 
highly specialized learning style would find difficulties in the regular foreign lan-
guage classroom. They are successful in the modified class due to the attention given 
to individual learning styles through strategy building and individualized learning” 
(2005, p. 407). 

In 2011, Corbitt expanded the learning style discussion to include learning 
strategies, which Rubin (1975) defined as, “the techniques or devices which a learner 
may use to acquire knowledge” (p. 43). Corbitt conducted a pilot study that inves-
tigated the preferred learning styles of MFLP and non-MFLP students in relation 
to their perceived foreign language strategy use. Using the Learning Style Survey 
(LSS) and the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), Corbitt found that 
while there were no statistically significant differences between the two groups on 
preferred learning style, the within groups assessment suggested that MFLP students 
had a significant visual learning style preference. Furthermore, the SILL data sug-
gested that the MFLP group perceived themselves as using more metacognitive strat-
egies than the non-MFLP group. This finding is somewhat perplexing, for the re-
search suggests that what distinguishes more proficient students from less proficient 
students are both the number of strategies used and their metacognitive awareness, 
which Vandergrift and Goh (2012) define as, “our ability to think about our own 
thinking or cognition, and, by extension, to think about how we process information 
for a range of purposes and manage the way we do it” (p. 84). More proficient stu-
dents are believed to have stronger metacognitive skills than less proficient students 
(Anderson, 2008; Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Thus, are we to assume then that MFLP 
students, at-risk students, are more proficient at using metacognitive strategies than 
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their non-MFLP counterparts? Or, could it be that MFLP students do not actually 
use metacognitive strategies as much as they self-report, that there is a difference 
between perceived and actual strategy usage? 

To answer the aforementioned questions, Corbitt (2013) conducted a mixed-
methods study to investigate the relationship between MFLP and non-MFLP post-
secondary Spanish students’ preferred learning style, perceived metacognitive read-
ing strategy use and actual reading strategy use. Students completed the LSS and, to 
better determine their perceived metacognitive reading strategy use, the SILL was 
replaced with the Survey of Reading Strategies (Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002) which is 
designed to investigate students’ perceived metacognitive foreign language strategy 
use while reading, a skill that is inherently challenging for students with poor graph-
eme/phoneme correspondence skills (Schneider & Crombie, 2003) . The sensory/
perceptual learning style data from the LSS supported previous findings (Corbitt, 
2011) that suggested that MFLP students have a dominant visual learning style pref-
erence. The results from the Survey of Reading Strategies also suggested that MFLP 
students’ perceived use of foreign language reading strategies was greater than non-
MFLP students, supporting previous research (Corbitt, 2011; Porte, 1988; Vann & 
Abraham, 1990) that suggested less proficient students use more strategies, often 
haphazardly, in their attempts to learn. The think-aloud data from Corbitt’s (2013) 
study corroborated previous findings and showed that MFLP students used more 
strategies than non-MFLP students, but that they used them unsuccessfully. Howev-
er, with regard to metacognition, the findings from the think-aloud tasks suggested 
that MFLP students use less metacognitive strategies than their non-MFLP coun-
terparts and, unlike their non-MFLP counterparts, MFLP students rarely coupled 
metacognitive strategies with other strategies. Further analysis of the qualitative data 
suggested that a possible reason for the lack of metacognitive strategy usage was the 
MFLP students’ very rigid visual learning style preference, which contributed to the 
students relying almost exclusively on the use of the dictionary to extract meaning 
from the text. 

Listening
Listening is an important skill and arguably the most difficult to master (Goh, 

2000; Goh, 2002; Goh & Taib, 2006; Vandergrift, 1997; Vandergrift, 2003; Vander-
grift, 2004; Vandergrift & Tafaghodtari, 2010) yet it continues to receive the least 
amount of structured support in the L2 classroom (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). While 
the use of listening activities is a staple of today’s communicative classroom, these 
activities focus mainly on the outcome of listening and serve primarily as an evalua-
tive tool. According to Vandergrift and Goh (2012), the activities are not necessarily 
designed to help students improve their listening abilities as they listen, which is es-
sential for language learning to take place. Consequently, foreign language students 
are not being taught how to monitor their listening, which is a metacognitive process 
essential to learning. Vandergrift and Goh (2012) state, “Application of metacogni-
tive knowledge is a mental characteristic shared by successful learners” (p. 23). How-
ever, MFLP students are, by definition, unsuccessful and struggling learners. The 
research conducted by Sparks, Ganschow and colleagues suggest that the difficulties 
unsuccessful learners have may be a result of poor grapheme/phoneme correspon-



Learning Styles and Metacognitive Awareness  27

dence skills; consequently, foreign language listening may be especially difficult for 
MFLP students. This study seeks to expand on the previous research by investigating 
that which has not yet been studied: the relationship between learning styles, per-
ceived listening strategy use and metacognitive awareness. 

Research Questions
To better understand the relationship that exists between MFLP students’ pre-

ferred learning styles and their perceived metacognitive listening strategy use in the 
target language, the following research questions were proposed:
1.	 Do MFLP and non-MFLP students differ significantly with regard to their pre-

ferred sensory/perceptual learning styles (Visual, Auditory, Tactile/Kinesthetic)?
2.	 Do MFLP and non-MFLP students differ significantly with regard to their per-

ceived metacognitive listening strategy use?
3.	 What is the effect of learning style preference on perceived metacognitive listen-

ing strategy use for MFLP and non-MFLP students?

Methods 

Participants
The study was conducted in the department of foreign languages at a midsized 

university in the southeast of the United States. Eighty-seven students of third-se-
mester Spanish were asked to participate in the study. Of these, 74 students (MFLP, 
n = 37; non-MFLP, n = 37) completed two questionnaires. Five students who failed 
to complete both questionnaires were excluded from the analysis. Forty-one females 
(MFLP, n = 18; non-MFLP, n = 23) and 33 males (MFLP, n = 19; non-MFLP, n = 14) 
participated in the study. In accordance with MFLP policy, all students had been 
deemed “at-risk” by the university’s department of special needs. Due to the sensi-
tivity of issues surrounding vulnerable populations, more specific information (e.g. 
each individual’s specific type of learning disability or special need, such as dyslexia, 
ADHD, etc. and their test scores for admittance to the program) was not gathered; 
while requested, the University denied the author’s request for those data. 

To control for instructional variation, participants came from four classes 
(MFLP, n = 2; non-MFLP, n = 2) taught by the same instructor trained in MFLP 
approved practices, such as multisensory language learning (For a comprehensive 
description of the multisensory language learning approach, see Sparks, Ganschow, 
Kenneweg and Miller, 1991). Therefore, this study represents a purposeful sample. 

Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected over a two-day period during the students’ regular class 

periods towards the end of the semester. On day one, students completed a short bio-
graphical questionnaire and the Learning Style Survey (Cohen, Oxford & Chi, 2001). 
On day two, students completed the Metacognitive Awareness of Listening Question-
naire (Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal, & Tafaghodtari, 2006). 

The Learning Style Survey (LSS) uses a 5-point Likert scale to measure par-
ticipant responses. It consists of 110 items divided into 11 categories: How I use 
my physical senses (Visual, Auditory, or Tactile/Kinesthetic); How I open myself 
to learning situations (extraverted or introverted); How I handle possibilities (Ran-
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dom-Intuitive or Concrete-Sequential); How I deal with ambiguity and deadlines 
(Closure-Oriented or Open-Oriented); How I receive information (Global or Par-
ticular); How I further process information (Synthesizing or Analytic); How I com-
mit material to memory (Sharpener or Leveler); How I deal with language rules 
(Deductive or Inductive); How I deal with multiple inputs (Field-Independent or 
Field-Dependent); How I deal with response time (Impulsive or Reflective); How 
literally I take reality (Metaphoric or Literal). In developing and validating this sur-
vey instrument, a factor analysis involving a sample of 350 inventories yielded the 
aforementioned 11 categories (A. Cohen, personal communication, April 28, 2010). 
Because the items are not designed to correlate, an analysis of internal consistency 
was not conducted for this study. The LSS was chosen because, in addition to elicit-
ing sensory/perceptual learning style data (visual, auditory or tactile/kinesthetic), it 
is capable of collecting psychology type data and cognitive learning style data, which 
will be used to inform follow-up studies. For the purposes of this article, only the 
physical senses data are presented. 

The Metacognitive Awareness of Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) was informed 
by Falvell’s (1979) model of metacognitive knowledge (Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal 
& Tafaghodtari, 2006). It uses a 6-point Likert scale and consists of 21 items divided 
into 5 categories: Problem solving; Planning and evaluation; Mental translation; Di-
rected attention; and Person knowledge. Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal, and Tafag-
hodtari conducted factor analysis of a very large sample (n = 966) and a Spearman r 
correlation analysis of the MALQ data and listening comprehension data suggested 
a strong relationship between students’ reported behavior and their actual behavior; 
for that reason, the MALQ was chosen. 

For the purpose of the present study, one minimal modification was made to 
the MALQ survey in order to make it more suitable for students of Spanish. The word 
“English” was substituted for the word “Spanish” in items three, eight and fifteen to 
read respectively: “I find that listening is more difficult than reading, speaking, or 
writing in Spanish”; “I feel that listening comprehension in Spanish is a challenge for 
me”; “I don’t feel nervous when I listen to Spanish.” Statistical analyses have deter-
mined the instrument to be both reliable and valid (Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal & 
Tafaghodtari, 2006, p. 432). 

 The two questionnaires were then converted to TeleForm documents to avoid 
the need for manual data input. TeleForm uses Global Positioning Systems tech-
nology to read human written responses and converts those responses to a file that 
can be interpreted by statistical software. The background questionnaire and the LSS 
were conflated into one TeleForm and administered on day one (see Appendix A), 
while the MALQ TeleForm document was administered on day two (see Appendix 
B). The data were uploaded to the Statistical Package for Social Sciences version 20 
and subjected to a series of statistical analyses (see Result section). 
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Results

To answer the first research question –Do MFLP and non-MFLP students differ 
significantly with regard to their preferred sensory/perceptual learning styles (Visual, 
Auditory, Tactile/Kinesthetic)? – the LSS data were subjected to three independent 
samples t-tests; one for each sensory/perceptual learning style: visual, auditory and 
tactile/kinesthetic A Levene’s  test and descriptive statistics were analyzed and all as-
sumptions were met. The findings suggest that MFLP and non-MFLP group do not 
significantly diverge with regard to their preferred sensory/perceptual learning styles.

Table 1 

Comparison of MFLP and non-MFLP Students’ Preferred Sensory/Perceptual Learn-
ing Style 
Variable	 M	 SD	 t	 df	 p.

Visual			   .479	 72	 .634
    MFLP	 3.38	 .441
    Non-MFLP	3.32	 .570

Auditory			   .626	 72	 .533
    MFLP	 3.10	 .413
    Non-MFLP	3.04	 .475		

Tactile/Kinesthetic		  -1.18	 72	 .244
    MFLP	 2.71	 .465
    Non-MFLP	2.85	 .578			 

A mixed ANOVA with a Hunyeh-Feldt correction was then conducted to 
determine whether or not the within group’s preferred learning style was statistically 
significant. The findings suggest that MFLP students’ preferred learning style is 
visual and the mean differences are statistically significant, F (2.0, 146) = 28.25, p < 
.001, eta² = .28. 

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations for the Three Sensory/Perceptual Learning Styles

Variable	 M	 SD

Visual	 3.38	 .507
Auditory	 3.10	 .444
Tactile/Kinesthetic	 2.71	 .525

To answer research question number two – Do MFLP and non-MFLP students 
differ significantly with regard to their perceived metacognitive listening strategy 
use? – the MALQ data were subjected to independent samples t-tests. Descriptive 
statistics and a Levene’s test for equal variances were analyzed and all assumptions 
were met. Table 3 shows that MFLP students report more perceived use of metacog-
nitive strategy use when listening in the target language than their non-MFLP coun-
terparts; however, only one of the five categories was statistically significant. The 
findings suggest that MFLP students report a significantly greater degree of Planning 
and Evaluation than their non-MFLP counterparts. 
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Table 3

Comparisons of MFLP and non-MFLP Students’ Perceived Use of Metacognitive Lis-
tening Strategies
Variable	 M	 SD	 t	 df	 p.

Problem Solving			   .331	 70	 .741
    MFLP	 4.79	 .515
    Non-MFLP	 4.72	 .535

Planning & Evaluation			   1.98	 70	 .049
    MFLP	 3.82	 .954
    Non-MFLP	 3.14	 .743

Mental Translation			   .607	 70	 .546
    MFLP	 4.47	 .646
    Non-MFLP	 4.22	 .771

Directed Attention			   -1.17	 70	 .079
    MFLP	 4.01	 .601
    Non-MFLP	 3.81	 .291	

Person Knowledge			   .939	 70	 .351
    MFLP	 4.13	 .926
    Non-MFLP	 3.85	 .878

To answer the third research question – What is the effect of learning style pref-
erence on perceived metacognitive listening strategy use for MFLP and non-MFLP 
students? – a simple linear regression was run on each of the five MALQ sections: 
Problem Solving, Planning and Evaluation, Mental Translation, Directed Attention, 
and Person Knowledge. The results suggest that only one dependent variable (Plan-
ning and Evaluation) was significantly affected by a MFLP student’s preferred learn-
ing style, F (2, 71) = 9.83, p =.003. MFLP students with a visual preferred learning 
style self-reported using more planning and evaluation strategies than students with 
other learning styles and these findings were statistically significant. 

Discussion

Listening is a difficult task for all, but, for MFLP students, it may be especially 
challenging. Previous research suggests that students who are more metacognitive-
ly aware are more proficient listeners (Goh, 2002; Macaro, 2001; Mareschal, 2002; 
Vandergrift, 1997; Vandergrift, 2002; Vandergrift, 2003). Findings from this study 
suggest that MFLP students, especially those students for whom listening is espe-
cially challenging, actually report more perceived usage of metacognitive listening 
strategies than their non-MFLP counterparts. On the surface, this may seem coun-
terintuitive, but this finding is in line with previous research. According to Griffiths 
(2008), “Some studies have discovered that poor language learners use a great many 
strategies in their unsuccessful efforts to learn (for instance, Porte, 1988; Vann and 
Abraham, 1990)” (p. 89). This was borne out in Corbitt’s 2013 study which investi-
gated the effects of learning style preference on MFLP students’ actual strategy use 
when reading in the target language. 
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The findings from this pilot study support previous research (Castro & Peck, 
2005; Corbitt, 2011; Corbitt, 2013) that suggested that MFLP students have very rig-
id learning style preferences. An analysis of the qualitative data from Corbitt’s 2013 
study showed that an overreliance on the visual learning style might preclude foreign 
language reading success. This study, which sought to expand the conversation to 
include perceived listening strategy usage, justifies the need for further research. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

One must proceed with caution when interpreting the results of this study 
for two reasons: (1) While the MFLP students reported more perceived usage of 
metacognitive listening strategies than their non-MFLP counterparts, only the 
mean differences in one of the five categories was statistically significant (see Table 
3). (2) While previous MALQ research (Vandergrift, Goh, Mareschal, & Tafaghod-
tari, 2006) suggested a significant correlation between what students self-report on 
the MALQ questionnaire and what they actually do, it is quite possible that, for the 
MFLP population, that is not the case. Corbitt (2013) found that, despite self-report-
ing a large amount and variety of reading strategies, MFLP students do not actually 
do what they say they do. Only investigating what students say they do is a limitation 
of this study. Future research is needed to investigate what MFLP students actually 
do while listening in the target language. Because strategies are for the most part un-
observable, future research should consider employing introspective measures such 
as think-aloud tasks, stimulated recalls, and immediate recalls. 

The findings from this study suggest a limited interaction between MFLP stu-
dents’ preferred learning style and their perceived metacognitive listening strategy 
usage. Previous research (Corbitt, 2013), however, had suggested that a statistically 
significant visual learning style preference negatively influences what strategies MFLP 
students use when reading in the target language. For this reason, and the other afore-
mentioned reasons, future research will need to investigate the learning style/strategy 
relationship as MFLP students are performing specific tasks. Research should seek to 
determine what specific strategies MFLP students employ when listening in the target 
language and the degree to which the students’ preferred learning styles either facili-
tate or impede comprehension and learning. Despite the aforementioned limitations, 
there are several pedagogical implications that teachers should consider. 

Pedagogical Implications and Conclusions 

According to Chamot (2008), there is considerable evidence to suggest that less 
successful students can benefit from explicit strategy instruction. To facilitate meta-
cognitive strategy awareness, Anderson (2008) recommends first introducing the 
importance of strategies to students by having them complete a survey such as the 
MALQ or the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (Oxford, 1990). Anderson 
also recommends that teachers: 1) have students keep journals in which they articu-
late their strategy usage experiences, evaluate their successes and failures, and de-
scribe their plans and goals; 2) implement self-assessments for both tasks and tests; 
and, 3) incorporate self-recordings or think-aloud protocols so that students can 
verbalize their thought processes, which helps facilitate self-awareness. Schneider 
and Crombie (2003) also believe that verbalization is the key to promoting metacog-
nitive awareness and recommend that teachers do the following to help facilitate the 
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verbalization process: Teachers should 1) model questioning strategies for the stu-
dents to help promote self-reflection and self-correction; 2) use a variety of textual 
enhancement techniques, such as color-coding and shape-coding, to help stimulate 
the thought process; 3) use mnemonic devices that help students recall previously 
studied material; and 4) create a classroom environment in which students feel com-
fortable discussing their difficulties and successes. 

With regard to learning style preferences, the findings from this study 
support previous findings that MFLP students have a strong visual learning style 
preference and that their least preferred learning style is tactile/kinesthetic. This does 
not mean, however, that these preferences are static (Castro, 2006; Cohen, 1998; Cohen 
& Weaver, 2006). Students can be taught to stretch their approaches to learning so 
that they can more easily adapt to a wide variety of activities and teaching styles. As 
a beginning, Cohen and Weaver (2006) recommend that teachers have their students 
take the LSS because it “will help them begin to understand their own approaches to 
learning and can give you (the teacher) information about how they learn” (p. 19). 
To help attenuate possible teaching style / learning style conflicts, Cohen and Weaver 
also recommend that teachers take the LSS, “When you have information about your 
students’ and your own learning style preferences, you can make the most of your 
students’ style preferences and help them find ways to stretch themselves to benefit 
most from your teaching styles” (p. 11). For MFLP students, students who have a 
strong visual learning style preference and are primarily taught via a multisensory 
approach, learning style flexibility may even be more important (Corbitt, 2013). For 
more information regarding styles and strategies based instruction, see the Center 
for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition at the University of Minnesota. 

Acknowledgements
I would like to begin by thanking the students and faculty at the university in 

which the data herein reported were collected. Without their participation and sup-
port, this study would not have been possible. I am also immensely grateful to Dr. 
Paula Garrett-Rucks, the editor of Dimension, for all the time that she and her review-
ers gave to earlier versions of this manuscript. Their insightful comments and sug-
gestions significantly improved this manuscript. Any errors that remain are my own. 

References
Abrams, Z. (2008). Alternative second language curricular for learners with disabili-

ties: Two case studies. The Modern Language Journal, 92, 414-430.
Anderson, N. (2008). Metacognition and good language learners. In C. Griffiths 

(Ed.), Lessons from good language learners (pp. 99-109). Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press. 

Arries, J. (1994). An experimental Spanish course for learning disabled students. 
Hispania, 77, 110-117.

Arries, J. (1999). Learning disabilities and foreign languages: A curriculum approach 
to the design of inclusive courses. The Modern Language Journal, 83, 98-110.

Berberi, T. (2008). Bridging worlds apart: Disability and foreign languages where we 
live and learn. In T. Berberi, E. C. Hamilton & I. M Sutherland (Eds.), Worlds 
apart: Disability and foreign language learning (pp. 1-19). New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press.



Learning Styles and Metacognitive Awareness  33

Castro, O. (2006). Learning styles – How making too many “wrong mistakes” is the 
right thing to do: A response to Sparks. Foreign Language Annals, 39, 529-535.

Castro, O. & Peck, V. (2005). Learning styles and foreign language learning difficul-
ties. Foreign Language Annals, 38, 401-409.

Chamot, A. (2008). Strategy instruction and good language learners. In C. Griffiths 
(Ed.), Lessons from good language learners (pp. 266-281). Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press. 

Cohen, A. (1998). Strategies in learning and using a second language. New York: 
Longman. 

Cohen, A., Oxford, R., & Chi, J. (2001). Learning style survey. Minneapolis, MN: Cen-
ter for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition, University of Minnesota. 

Cohen, A. & Weaver, S. (2006). Styles-and-strategies-based instruction: A teacher’s 
guide. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Center for Advanced Re-
search on Language Acquisition Working Paper. 

Corbitt, W. (2011). The preferred foreign language learning styles and perceived 
strategy use of at-risk students in a modified foreign language program. The 
TFLTA Journal, 3, 3-19.

Corbitt. W. (2013). Learning styles, strategy use and metacognitive awareness in for-
eign language reading by modified foreign language program post-secondary stu-
dents of Spanish (Doctoral dissertation). Indiana University. Retrieved from 
ProQuest (UMI 3569001). 

Ganschow, L. & Sparks, R. (1986). Learning disabilities and foreign-language dif-
ficulties: Deficit in listening skills? Reading, Writing and Learning Disabilities, 
2, 305-319.

Ganschow, L. & Sparks, R. (1995). Effects of direct instruction in Spanish phonology 
on the native-language skills and foreign-language aptitude of at-risk foreign-
language learners. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 28, 107-120. 

Ganschow, L., Sparks, R., Javorsky, J., Pohlman, J. & Bishop-Marbury, A. (1991). 
Identifying native language difficulties among foreign language learners in col-
lege: A “foreign” language learning disability? Journal of Learning Disabilities, 
24, 530-541. 

Goh, C. (2000). A cognitive perspective on language learners’ listening comprehen-
sion problems. System, 28, 55-75.

Goh, C. (2002). Exploring listening comprehension tactics and their interaction pat-
terns. Systems, 30, 185-206. 

Goh, C. & Taib, Y. (2006). Metacognitive instruction in listening for young learners, 
ELT Journal, 60, 222-232. 

Griffiths, C. (2008). Strategies and good language learners. In C. Griffiths (Ed.), Les-
sons from good language learners (pp. 83-98). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press. 

Heward, J. (2006). Exceptional children: An introduction to special education. Colum-
bus, OH: Pearson Merrill Prentice Hall.

Horwitz, E. (2000). It ain’t over ‘til it’s over: On foreign language anxiety, first lan-
guage deficits, and the confounding of variables. The Modern Language Journal, 
84, 256-259.



34  Dimension 2017

Kinsella, K. (1995). Understanding and empowering diverse learners in ESL class-
rooms. In J. M. Reid (Ed.), Learning styles in the ESL/EFL classroom. Boston: 
Heinle & Heinle, 170-194. 

Kolb, D. (1993). LSI II-A self scoring inventory. Boston: McBer and Company. 
Lazda-Cazers, R. & Thorson, H. (2008). Teaching foreign languages to students with 

disabilities: Initiatives to educate faculty. In T. Berberi, E. C. Hamilton & I. M 
Sutherland (Eds.), Worlds apart? Disability and foreign language learning (pp. 
107-133). London: Yale University Press.

Mabbott, A. (1995). Arguing for multiple perspectives on the issue of learning dis-
abilities and foreign language acquisition: A response to Sparks, Ganschow, and 
Javorsky. Foreign Language Annals, 28, 488-493.

Macaro, E. (2001). Learning strategies in the foreign language classroom. London: 
Continuum.

Mareschal, C. (2002). A cognitive perspective on the listening comprehension strate-
gies of second language learners in the intermediate grades (Unpublished Master’s 
thesis). University of Ottawa, Canada.

Mokhtari, K. & Sheorey, R. (2002). Measuring ESL students reading strategies. Jour-
nal of Developmental Education, 25, 2-10. 

National Center for Educational Statistics. (2016). Retrieved from https://nces.
ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=98 

Oxford, R. (1990). Language learning strategies: What every teacher should know. 
New York: Newbury House. 

Porte, G. (1988). Poor language learners and their strategies for dealing with new 
vocabulary. ELT Journal, 42, 167-171. 

Rubin, J. (1975). What the “good language learner” can teach us. TESOL Quarterly, 
9, 41-53. 

Schneider, E. & Crombie, M. (2003). Dyslexia and foreign language learning. New 
York: David Fulton Publishers. 

Sparks, R. (1995). Examining the linguistic coding differences hypothesis to ex-
plain individual differences in foreign language learning. Annals of Dyslexia, 
45, 187-214. 

Sparks, R. (2006). Learning styles – Making too many “wrong mistakes”: A response 
to Castro and Peck. Foreign Language Annals, 39, 520-528. 

Sparks, R. (2009). If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll wind up somewhere 
else: The case of “foreign language learning disability.” Foreign Language Annals, 
42, 7-26.

Sparks, R., Artzer, M., Patton, J., Ganschow, L., Miller, K., Hordubay, D., & Walsh, 
G. (1998). Benefits of multisensory structured language instruction for at-risk 
foreign language learners: A comparison study of high school Spanish students. 
Annals of Dyslexia, 48, 239-270. 

Sparks, R. & Ganschow, L. (1993a). Searching for the cognitive locus of foreign 
language learning difficulties: Linking first and second language learning. The 
Modern Language Journal, 77, 289-302.

Sparks, R. & Ganschow, L. (1993b). The impact of native language learning diffi-
culties on foreign language learning: Case study illustrations of the Linguistic-
Coding Deficit Hypothesis. Modern Language Journal, 77, 58-74.



Learning Styles and Metacognitive Awareness  35

Sparks, R. & Ganschow, L. (1993c). The effects of multisensory structured language 
instruction on native language and foreign language aptitude skills of at-risk 
high school foreign language learners: A replication and follow-up study. Annals 
of Dyslexia, 43, 194-216.

Sparks, R., Ganschow, L., Artzer, M., & Patton, J. (1997). Foreign language proficien-
cy of at-risk and not-at-risk learners over 2 years of foreign language instruc-
tion: A follow-up study. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 30, 92-98. 

Sparks, R., Ganschow, L., & Javorsky, J. (1993). Perceptions of high and low-risk stu-
dents and students with learning disabilities about high school foreign language 
courses. Foreign Language Annals, 28, 479-487. 

Sparks, R., Ganschow, L., Kenneweg, S., & Miller, K. (1991). Use of an orton-gill-
ingham approach to teach a foreign language to dyslexic/learning-disabled stu-
dents: Explicit teaching of phonology in a second language. Annals of Dyslexia, 
41, 96-118.

Sparks, R., Ganschow, L., Pohlman, J., Skinner, S., & Artzer, M. (1992). The effects 
of multisensory structured language instruction on native language and foreign 
language aptitude skills of at-risk high school foreign language learners. Annals 
of Dyslexia, 42, 25-53.

Sparks, R. & Javorsky, J. (1999). A response to Arries: “Learning disabilities and for-
eign languages: A curriculum approach to the design of inclusive courses.” The 
Modern Language Journal, 83, 569-573.

Sparks, R. & Javorsky, J. (2000). Section 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act: 
Accommodating the learning disabled student in the foreign language curricu-
lum (an update). Foreign Language Annals, 33, 645-654.

University of Minnesota Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition 
(2016) Strategies for Language Learning. Retrieved from http://carla.umn.edu/
strategies/index.html 

Vandergrift, L. (1997). The strategies of second language (French) listeners: A de-
scriptive study. Foreign Language Annals, 30, 387-409.

Vandergrift, L. (2002). It was nice to see that our predictions were right: Develop-
ing metacognition in L2 listening comprehension. Canadian Modern Language 
Review, 58, 555-575.

Vandergrift, L. (2003). Orchestrating strategy use: Toward a model of the skilled sec-
ond language listener. Language Learning, 53, 463-496.

Vandergrift, L (2004). Listening to learn or learning to listen? Annual Review of Ap-
plied Linguistics, 24 (3), 3-25.

Vandergrift, L. & Goh, C. (2012). Teaching and learning second language listening: 
metacognition in Action. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

Vandergrift, L., Goh, C., Mareschal, C., & Tafaghodtari, M. H. (2006). The Metacog-
nitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) development and valida-
tion. Language Learning, 56, 431 – 462. 

Vandergrift, L. & Tafaghodtari, M. (2010). Teaching learners how to listen does make 
a difference: An empirical study. Language Learning, 65, 470-497.

Vann, R. & Abraham, R. (1990). Strategies of unsuccessful language learners. TESOL 
Quarterly, 24, 177-198.



36  Dimension 2017

Appendix A

Thank you for your willingness to participate. The purpose of this study is
to find out more about the preferred learning styles and perceived foreign
language strategy use of students of Spanish. The study is designed to
inform teaching and learning.

Thanks again for your participation; you are helping me help teachers
help their students. If you have any questions during the survey, don't
hesitate to raise your hand and ask.

Participant   ID

Learning Styles Survey Pre-Test

Please indicate your gender: Male Female

What is your age in years?

Course Name/Number

Demographics

Participant   ID
21456
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I like to listen to music when I study or work.

I can understand what people say even when I cannot see
them.
I remember people's names, but not their faces.

I easily remember jokes that I hear.

I can identify people by their voices (e.g., on the phone).

When I turn on the T.V., I listen to the sound more than
watch the screen.

I need oral directions for a task.

Background sound helps me think.

51 2 3 4

I understand lecturers better when they write on the
board.

I have to look at people to understand what they say.

Charts, diagrams, and maps help me understand what
someone says.
I remember people's faces, but not their names.

I remember things better if I discuss them with someone.

I prefer to learn by listening to a lecture rather than reading.

Instructions:
For each item circle the response that represents your approach. Complete all items. There are eleven
major activities representing twelve different aspects of your learning style. When you read the
statements, try to think about what you generally do when learning.

Indicate your immediate response (or feeling) and move on to the next item. For each item, mark your
immediate response: 1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always

Part 1: How I Use My Physical Senses

I remember something better if I write it down.

I take detailed notes during lectures.

When I listen, I visualize pictures, numbers, or words in my
head.
I prefer to learn with TV or video rather than other media.

I use color coding to help me as I learn or work.

I need written directions for tasks.

Participant   ID
21456



38  Dimension 2017

If I have a choice between sitting and standing, I'd rather
stand.

I'd rather get started than pay attention to directions.

I need frequent breaks when I work or study.

I need to eat something when I read or study.

I get nervous when I sit still too long.

I think better when I move around (e.g., pacing or my
tapping feet).

I play with or bite on my pens during lectures.

Manipulating objects helps me to remember what someone
says.

I move my hands when I speak.

I draw lots of pictures (doodles) in my notebook during
lectures.

I learn better when I work or study with others than by
myself.

I meet new people easily by jumping into the conversation.

I learn better in the classroom than with a private tutor.

It is easy for me to approach strangers.

51 2 3 4

I prefer individul or one-on-one games and activities.

Interaction with a lot of people gives me energy.

I experience things first, and then try to understand them.

I am energized by the inner world (what I'm thinking inside).

I have a few interests, and I concentrate deeply on them.

After working in a large group, I am exhausted.

When I am in a large group, I tend to keep silent and listen.

I want to understand something well before I try it.

Part 2: How I Open Myself to Learning Situations

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always
Participant   ID

21456
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I have an inventive imagination.

I try to find many options and possibilities for why
something happens.

I plan carefully for future events.

I like to discover things myself rather than have everything
explained to me.

51 2 3 4

I read instruction manuals (e.g., for computers or VCRs)
before using the device.

I add many original ideas during class discussions.

I am open-minded to new suggestions from my peers.

I focus on a situation as it is rather than thinking about how
it could be.

I trust concrete facts instead of new, untested ideas.

I prefer things presented in a step-by-step way.

I dislike it if my classmate changes the plan for our project.

I follow directions carefully.

Part 3: How I Handle Possibilities

I like to plan language study sessions carefully and do
lessons on time or early.

My notes, handouts, and other school materials are
carefully organized.

I like to be certain about what things mean in a target
language.
I like to know how rules are applied and why.

51 2 3 4

I don't feel the need to come to rapid conclusions about a
topic.

I let deadlines slide if I'm involved in other things.

I let things pile up on my desk to be organized eventually.

I don't worry about comprehending everything.

Part 4: How I Deal With Ambiguity and Dealines

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always
Participant   ID

21456
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I prefer short and simple answers rather than long
explanations..

I ignore details that do not seem relevant.

It is easy for me to see the overall plan or big picture.

I get the main idea and that's enough for me.

51 2 3 4

I'm good at catching new phrases or words when I hear
them.

When I tell an old story, I tend to forget lots of specific
details.

I need very specific examples in order to understand fully.

I pay attention to specific facts or information.

I enjoy activities when I have to fill in the blank with
missing words I hear.

When I try to tell a joke, I remember details but forget the
punch line.

Part 5: How I Receive Information

I can summarize information easily.

I can quickly paraphrase what other people say.

When I create an outline, I consider the key points first.

I enjoy activities where I have to pull ideas together.

51 2 3 4

I like to focus on grammar rules.

By looking at the whole situation, I can easily understand
someone.

I have a hard time understanding when I don't know every
word.
When I tell a story or explain something, it takes a long time.

I'm good at solving complicated mysteries and puzzles.

I am good at noticing even the smallest details regarding
some task.

Part 6: How I Further Process Information

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always
Participant   ID

21456
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I like to go from general patterns to the specific examples
in learning a target language.

I like to start with rules and theories rather than specific
examples.

I like to begin with generalizations and then find
experiences that relate to them.

I like to learn rules of language indirectly through being
exposed to lots of examples of grammatical structures and
other language features.

51 2 3 4

I don't really care if I hear a rule stated since I don't
remember rules very well anyway.

I figure out rules based on the way I see language forms
behaving over time.

Part 8: How I Deal With Language Rules

I make an effort to pay attention to all the features of new
material as I learn.

When I memorize different bits of language material, I can
retrieve these bits easily as if I had stored them in separate
slots in my brain.

As I learn new material in the target language, I make
distinctions between speech sounds, grammatical forms,
and words and phrases

When learning new information, I may clump together
data by eliminating or reducing differences and focusing
on similarities.

51 2 3 4

I ignore distinctions that would make what I say more
accurate in the given context.

Similar memories blur in my mind; I merge new learning
experiences with previous ones.

Part 7: How I Commit Material to Memory

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always
Participant   ID

21456
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I can separate out the relevant and important information
in a givencontext even when distracting information is
present.

When I produce an oral or written message in a target
language, I make sure that all the grammatical strucutes
are in agreement.

I not only attent to grammar, but check for appropriate
levels of formality and politeness

When speaking or writing, a focus on grammar would be at
the expense of attention to content.

51 2 3 4

It is a challenge for me to focus on communication in speech
or writing while paying attention to grammatical agreement
(e.g., person, number, tense, or gender).

When I am using lengthy sentences in a target language, I get
distracted and neglect aspects of grammar and style.

Part 9: How I Deal With Multiple Inputs

I react quickly in language situations.

I go with my instincts in a target language.

I jump in, see what happens, and make on-line corrections
if needed.

I need to think things through before speaking or writing.

51 2 3 4

I like to look before I leap when determining what to say or
write in a target language.

I attempt to find supporting material in my mind before I
start producing language.

Part 10: How I Deal With Response Time

I find that building metaphors in my mind helps me deal
with language (e.g., viewing the language like a machine
with component parts that can be disassembled.)

I learn things through metaphors and associations with
other things. I find stories and examples help me learn.

I take learning language literally and don't deal in
metaphors.

I take things at face value, so I like language material that
says what it means directly.

51 2 3 4
Part 11: How Literally I Take Reality

1 = Never 2 = Rarely 3 = Sometimes    4 = Often    5 = Always
Participant   ID

21456
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Appendix B

Participant   ID

Learning Styles Survey Post-Test

The statements below describe some strategies for listening comprehension and how you feel about listening in the
language you are learning. Do you agree with them? This is not a test, so there are no "right" or "wrong" answers. By
responding to these statements, you can help yourself and your teacher understand your progress in learning to listen.
Please indicate your opinon after each statement. Mark the number which best shows your level of agreement with
the statement.

1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Slightly Disagree 4 = Partly Agree 5 = Agree 6 = Strongly Agree

I feel that listening comprehension in Spanish is a challenge for me.

I use my experience and knowledge to help me understand.

Before listening, I think of similar texts that I may have listened to.

I transliate key words as I listen.

I try to get back on track when I lose concentration.

As I listen, I quickly adjust my interpretation if I realize that it is not correct.

After listening, I think back to how I listened, and about what I might do differently
next time.

I don't feel nervous when I listen to Spanish.

When I have difficulty understanding what I hear, I give up and stop listening.

I use the general idea of the  text to help me guess the meaning of the words that I
don't understand.

I translate word by word, as I listen.

When I guess the meaning of a word, I think back to everything else that I have
heard, to see if my guess makes sense.

As I listen, I periodically ask myself if I am satisfied with my level of comprehension.

I have a goal in mind as I listen.

 1  2  3  4  5         6
Before I start to listen, I have a plan in my head for how I am going to listen.

I focus harder on the text when I have trouble understanding.

I find that listening is more difficult that reading, speaking, or writing in Spanish.

I translate in my head as I listen.

I use the words I understand to guess the meaning of the words I don't understand.

When my mind wanders, I recover my concentration right away.

As I listen, I compare what I understand with what I know about the topic.

Participant   ID
23686


